Cities 3

A:

My city is built on seven hills, where they say east meets west. It continues to grow outwards as large numbers of rural migrants move here. Many of them have heard the phrase, “this city’s hills and pebbles are made from gold” but the reality is different for most people! 

Here, the ancient meets the modern in a relatively small area. The east has preserved most of its historical beauty but the western half is very different, home to the heart of the modern economy. But it is some of the older buildings in the western part that suffer in an earthquake. We have to get used to earthquakes – the last one in 1999 really shook things up. My parents’ house lost its chimneys and part of the roof.

In the last 25 years our currency (the lira) has had three zeros added to it. Inflation is high too, and this is the most expensive city to live in the whole country! There are new jobs around these days, especially in IT, but most employers insist on good English as a qualification. 

The higher costs of living and the job situation have led to a rise in crime. The bomb at the British Consulate in November 2003 has added a new dimension to crime. Many people saw this act of terrorism as a ‘one-off’, but recently, more bombs went off three days in a row. A lot of citizens are angry and blame the Kurds even though they are our brothers.  

When I was a child, public transport was a nightmare. Now, we have two metro lines that connect the main airport to the city centre, more buses and trams, and better roads. Nevertheless, traffic and air pollution are big problems here. The two major bridges are often clogged with traffic, and when it snows in the winter, life grinds to a halt. During the snowstorms of 2002 I was stranded on one side of the city because the ships couldn’t operate.

People from all over the world visit this city because of its very special location, history, religious significance and cheaper prices compared to other European cities. In the evenings, the city comes to life in the hundreds of nightclubs and tavernas. Famous musicians and artists perform open-air concerts in one of the castles during the summer. And you will never go hungry here – restaurants and cafés cater for every budget. Floating restaurants sell barbequed or fried fish at half the price. We have approximately 35 national TV channels and thirty of them are free. ‘Pop Idol’ and ‘Fame Academy’ are very popular as people are pop star crazy in this city! 

B:

This city has changed a lot in the last few years. The boom times are definitely over. It’s much harder to hold onto a job and sometimes you see unemployed businessmen living with their shame in cardboard cities under bridges. It doesn’t feel safe anymore either. Crime is on the rise, especially between gangs, and it’s more polluted too – a haze hangs over the city cutting out the sunlight, especially on hot and humid days in the summer. With the economy in trouble, house prices are falling which is a good thing. I used to live in an apartment that felt more like a box, but now I have found a place on the waterfront of the bay. I even have friends who live in new high-rise apartments right in the centre. 

The city is so big that it is more like having lots of cities within a city. I still make new discoveries every time I go out – it’s hard to get bored here. There are open spaces thanks to the hundreds of tiny parks across the city – they are good places to escape the fast pace of life here, and they are also places to run to if there’s an earthquake. Apparently, the city’s plan to cope with earthquakes is the best in the world. No-one wants a repeat of the disaster of the Great Kanto earthquake in 1923. 

No matter where you live, it doesn’t take long to get to the city centre. If you live out in Nagano for instance, you can take the Shinkansen bullet train that is dead quick. It’s a great city for food too. There are still many traditional sushi places where you can sit down at a counter and order the sushi you want to eat. Although it’s not westernized (yet!) fast food places are appearing as well. 

C:

Ten minutes before the alarm goes off my sleep is often interrupted by a garbage truck or perhaps an angry driver who in desperation, has decided that the only way to get the attention of other drivers is to place his hand on the horn. The traffic is heavy in small streets - car after car of people wishing they had never decided to drive into the city. Meanwhile, people in cabs look at their watches and then at the rising meter as they listen to the driver curse everyone in sight. We reach for our cell phones to explain why we will be late for work. At least the subway is reliable and cheap – only $2 anywhere. There are plenty of buses too but you could probably outrun them if you're under the age of sixty.

“A city where dreams come true”, so they say, yet apart from the subway the cost of living is at an all time high. The city authorities try to bring business to some poor neighbourhoods to bring new life to a forgotten area, but this only increases the rent. Still, over the last ten years crime has definitely fallen. It’s still safer to stay clear of some areas, but with cops on almost every block these days, the fear of walking alone at night is a distant memory. The fear of crime had been replaced with a fear of terrorism. Since 9/11, this city has been on high alert. All it takes is a power failure to open up old wounds. 

If you want a multicultural experience, you're in the right place. They say there’s no such thing as a native person in this city. The best place to witness the diversity is the subway. Every race, culture and age group can be found sitting alongside each other. It's a tourist paradise for sightseeing as well.  For those of us who live here, a night out is all you need to make you appreciate the city whilst also leaving you broke for a week. Each neighbourhood offers a different atmosphere - lounges, bars, clubs and restaurants on every street, although we now have to go outside for a smoke. 

Your wallet will cry, you head will ache but this is the place to be - make no mistake!

D:

Built across seven green, lush hills and about a 1½ hour drive from a source of the river Nile, this capital city has a very bloody history but it has seen some changes for the better in the last twenty years. It is now one of the most relaxed cities on the continent and is still small enough to feel like a large town rather than a city. 

The city is developing quite quickly. Internet cafés have sprung up all over the place and more and more people use mobile phones. There is plenty to do, with bars and nightclubs, good restaurants, cinemas, and a new shopping centre and bowling alley. On TV, “Big Brother” recently took the city by storm.  

The gap between rich and poor is stark. Some people drive past in top-of-the-range imported cars. Being a landlocked country, imported goods are expensive because they have to be brought in by air or overland from the coastal ports of countries to the east.  Meanwhile, many poorer families grow their own food in the city itself thanks to the fertile soil and favourable equatorial climate. Others walk around barefoot and scavenge for food in skips. There seems to be more beggars on the streets now, probably because of people fleeing from the conflicts further north. 

This bustling city has a friendly atmosphere and is more multicultural than many places. Christianity is the main religion, and there are many Muslims. There are also several Hindu temples as the Asian community is growing again. Thankfully, we do not suffer from the problem of violent crime, although some people feel more at ease sleeping behind high walls and iron bars. There are armed security guards everywhere too, some with guns and others with bows & arrows.  

Driving conditions across the city are bad, and accidents are common. Still, public transport – especially minibuses and scooter taxis - is cheap even though it is not too safe.  Apart from road accidents, the major health hazards in the city are malaria and HIV/AIDS.  Awareness of malaria and HIV/AIDS is much better these days thanks to education programmes and campaigns but unfortunately many people cannot afford proper healthcare.

E:

Home to at least six million people, we call this city the “City of Angels” (Krung Thep). It sprawls for miles across what used to be a swamp. Some people are lucky enough to live near one of the stations of the skytrain. Now four years old, the skytrain has made a massive difference to getting around the city. Nevertheless, air pollution from traffic is still terrible on some days. The Public Health Ministry recently announced that the average IQ of children here has dropped 11 points below the world average – they are blaming lead poisoning from exhaust fumes. 

I take a motorbike to work, the only kind of taxi that will get me there on time on a weekday. We weave in and out of the traffic that is always a bit of a shock to newcomers. We pass half-built skyscrapers left abandoned after the 1997 economic crash, then past a state-of-the-art shopping mall and streets filled with food stalls selling the best food in the world, especially if you like it spicy. Planning what goes where always seems a bit random. With bars, nightclubs, restaurants and hawkers selling cheap copy clothes, shoes and watches to our many visitors, it’s a loud place too. The city’s temples (wats) are one of the few places to find peace and quiet. 

Traffic isn’t the only thing on the city’s roads. In the evenings, some elephant owners bring their animals into the city to sell sugar cane and earn a bit of money from tourists. Seeing an elephant walking down a main street sounds amazing, our streets are no places for elephants. Elephants were banned from the city’s streets earlier in the year, but it only took a few months before they returned. 

I suppose there are worse problems to worry about. Yaa-baa, a type of speed, has caused havoc – yaa-baa means ‘crazy drug’ in English, and a year ago there were many addicts on the streets of the city. Since then, there has been a heavy crackdown on dealers and addicts across the country. The newspapers say that thousands have died, gunned down by police, but the government says that the problem is going away.  

F:

The city is named after an Indian tribe and means, “the daughter of the Gods”. It used to be one of the world’s most important cities as people got rich from rainforest rubber. Today, modern industries concentrate here, with many foreign companies like Yamaha, Sony, Philips and Samsung taking advantage of the low tax rates. 

Many people are only paid the minimum wage of $60 a month and have to do other things to survive. More people are now working in tourism and if you can afford it, there are new university courses to learn about working in the tourism sector. For tourists, there are the attractions of the rainforest, and trips down the Amazon and its many tributaries. And there are projects to make the city more beautiful, comfortable and safe for our visitors. 

The crime rate is not too bad, but in the last three years there have been more violent crimes that I usually hear about elsewhere – not here. The police are very corrupt and cannot be trusted; if you have money, they treat you like a citizen. If you don’t, they treat you like a bandit. 

Another problem for us is malaria. Sometimes, six thousand new cases are reported in a month. The worst spread of malaria is in new housing areas where mosquitoes breed in pools of water.

To get around the city, 80% of people use public transport. There are now big buses called Expressos. They are air-conditioned which is essential, especially in the summer when it is very humid and the temperature reaches the high 30s. But there are many more small cars on the road and the city is not prepared for this! 

As good Brazilians, we are passionate about soccer here. We have five soccer teams in the second division but only one big stadium. When the national team plays here, the city has a holiday, and everyone is free to go to the stadium to support the seleção brasileira. Dancing is big too, and in the last two years a kind of music known as forro has been the new fever. 

The End







